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Practical Reason and the Structure of Actions
A wave of recent philosophical work on practical rationality is organized by the following implicit argument: 
Practical reasoning is figuring out what to do; to do is to act; so the forms of practical inference can be 
derived from the structure or features of action. Now it is not as though earlier work, in analytic philosophy, 
had failed to register the connection between action and practical rationality; in fact, practical reasoning was 
usually picked out as, roughly, reasoning directed toward action. But for much of the twentieth century, 
attention moved quickly away from this initial delineation of the subject area, to the interplay of beliefs and 
desires within the mind (Humean theories, including their Davidsonian and Williamsian variants), or to 
procedures for checking that a plan of action was supported by sufficient yet consistent reasons (Kantian 
theories), or to the ultrarefmed sensibilities of the practically intelligent reasoner (Aristotelian theories). The 
hallmark of the emerging family of treatments to be surveyed here is, first, the sustained attention paid to 
answering the question, "What does it take to be an action (at all)?", and second, the use made of a distinction 
between full-fledged action and its lesser relatives, (Characterizations and terminology vary, but often the 
less robust alternative is called "mere activity" or "mere behavior",) Very schematically, these arguments for 
a theory of practical reasoning try to show that reasons brought to bear on choice must have some particular 
logical form, if action is not to lapse into something less than that.
The current state of the dialectic is evidently transitional, because work of this sort for the most part does not 
(yet) speak to other work of the same kind (although it does speak to earlier but differently focused work in 
the field). Despite their shared agreement that practical reasoning is where the action is, and the consequent 
willingness to accord explanatory priority to action theory in developing theories of practical rationality, 
these theorists differ among themselves as to what the most central features of actions are, and accordingly 
they disagree about what the legitimate patterns of practical inference turn out to be. They also differ in their 
underlying philosophical motivations, as well as in what they take the upshots, for substantive moral theory, 
of their views to be. For that reason, the considerations in play do not have the sort of mutual coherence and 
organization characteristic of the discussion of some of the more settled philosophical problem spaces.
The purpose of this overview is to provide a map of this territory, and because interchanges between the 
theorists in it are infrequent, this is primarily going to mean describing the disparate research programs that 
have adopted its framing argument. However, the priority is to highlight both their common ground, and the 
ways in which these programs nonetheless talk past one another. Accordingly, this article will not press a 
number of problems internal to the several research programs; if you notice some obvious but unaddressed 
objection to some line of inquiry, don't assume you're making a mistake, but don't let it sidetrack you.
The features of action that have come in for the most attention are, first, its ealeulative structure, second, its 
attributability, third, its role in social practice, and fourth, its evaluative features, and I will discuss them in
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that order. That will permit me to conclude with remarks about the prospects and agenda of this approach to 
practical deliberation,
• 1, The Calculative View of Action
• 2. The Authorship View of Action
• 3. The Practice View of Action
• 4. Evaluation as Essential to Action
• 5. Prospects and Outstanding Issues
• Bibliography
• Other Internet Resources
• Related Entries
1. The Calculative View of Action
The most prominent advocates of the calculative view of action are Candace Vogler and Michael Thompson, 
Although widely circulated, Thompson's work on the topic is still unpublished, and 1 will here confine myself 
to Vogler's version of the view.
Call psychologism  the claim that the right way to do logic and theory of rationality more generally is first to 
figure out how the mind works. Since the early seventies, almost all mainstream work on practical reasoning 
has been psychologistic in this sense; a representative example might be Michael Smith's argument for the 
‘Humean theory of motivation’, which turns on what desires —  a psychological state —  are, and how they 
work (Smith 1987). Vogler's treatment of practical rationality (Vogler 2002) is a sharp departure from the 
common approach, and an attempt to replicate in that field the antipsychologistic turn which Frege and 
Husserl imparted to work on theoretical rationality in, respectively, the analytic and Continental traditions. 
She takes herself to be following G. E. M. Anscombe (Anscombe 1985, Vogler 2001), who was in turn 
following Aquinas. (1 won't take up the historical background to the body of work under discussion here, but 
see the entry on medieval theories of practical reason.)
Vogler notices that instrumentalism —  the view that all reasons for action are means-end reasons —  is the 
default view in contemporary philosophy. There must, she infers, be a compelling insight at the bottom of it; 
but instrumentalism has been much-refuted over the past couple of decades. What the many refutations of 
instrumentalism really show, Vogler believes, is that formulating the underlying insight psychologistically 
(as a thesis about mental operations and the mental states involved in them) results in weak and unsustainable 
renditions of it. She concludes that in order to articulate what instrumentalism is getting right, you have to 
strip away the psychologism. The point 1 want to emphasize here is that the motivation for this instance of the 
turn to action theory is antipsychologism about practical rationality.
On one familiar reading of Frege (though it's to be emphasized that it isn't the only reading), the proper way 
to do logic is not to look inward, as it were to the gears of the mind, but outward, to the logical relations that 
hold between suitable abstract objects, and to read the correct inference patterns off of these. In the practical 
analog of this move, when you look outward, away from the beliefs and desires that preoccupy 
psychologistic theorists, what you find are actions, the external products of any successful deployment of 
practical reasons. So the logic of practical reasons is to be read off the structure of actions in something like 
the way that, say, truth-functional logic is to be read off the truth-functional relations between propositions. 
This form of antipsychologism preempts a worry one might have had about what was described at the outset 
as the organizing argument of the action-oriented approach. The proposal, recall, was to read the inference 
patterns off the structure of actions; if one were to construe this as reconstructing the process of practical 
reasoning from its product, how far would the reconstruction be likely to get? (Compare: there are many 
ways to make a chair; you would not learn much about how chairs are fabricated by thinking about what
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chairs look like, or even about their conceptually necessary features.) But Vogler's antipsychologism insists 
that questions about rationality are not questions about what processes o f thought lead up to a decision.
Intentional actions are picked out and segmented into their parts by applications of Anscombe's 
‘Why?’-questions. ('Why are you chopping the nuts?’ ‘I'm making a salad.’) The internal structure o f actions 
is consequently a series o f steps towards a termination point (or ‘end’), a place where the action stops. When 
you make Deborah Madison's persimmon and hazelnut salad, you first coarsely chop the nuts; then you thinly 
slice three Fuyu persimmons crosswise and put them in a bowl along with the nuts; then you add in three 
handfuls of trimmed watercress; then you toss with the dressing —  and you're done. A step can be shown to 
be rational by showing it to be a step on the way to the termination point of the action that you are in the 
course o f performing. A step can be shown to be irrational by showing that it's not: for instance, if  you've 
finished making the salad, but you obsessively keep chopping nuts. Vogler allows that there may be atomic 
actions, actions that do not have further actions as their parts; perhaps blinking is such an action. But just 
about any action we care about will be a complex action (i.e., an action that has further actions as parts); and 
since we don't usually notice what we don't care about, atomic actions, if  there are any, are hard to come up 
with.
Vogler's ‘calculative view’ is accordingly that whenever (or perhaps, almost whenever) you have a reason to 
do something, you have a calculative reason, that is, a reason whose force is: this is a step toward the 
termination point o f my action. (Vogler distinguishes two subclasses: means-end reasons, and part-whole 
reasons; buying the cress is best thought of as a means to making the salad, whereas chopping the nuts is 
properly part of making the salad.) It is not that she is insisting that there are no other sorts of practical 
consideration. In fact, she provides what she takes to be an exhaustive list of the logical forms the remaining 
sorts of considerations can have. Rather, the claim is that when you have a reason of one o f these further 
sorts, you must also have a calculative reason.
The connection only runs one way, however. Since considerations of other sorts organize, modulate and 
generally control actions, they presuppose calculative reasons. But calculative structures (and the reasons 
they give you) do not presuppose these other sorts of consideration: you can just tie your shoes. (Vogler 
regards theories on which such actions must be informed by, for example, a large-scale conception of the 
good as modeling rationality on a psychopathology akin to paranoia.) This asymmetry is what Vogler takes 
to be the deep insight underlying instrumentalism. Because any action large enough to be something we care 
about must, if  it is to work, be calculatively well-formed, the means-end/part-whole articulation of actions is 
nonoptional, and consequently, we have to pay due attention to calculative reasons. (We cannot shrug off 
others' criticism of our calculative reasons, as we can shrug off their criticism of, say, our pleasures.) 
Calculative reasons are thus nonoptional, or binding.
This appeal to the structure of action as the foundation for practical rationality has dramatic consequences for 
substantive moral theory, and an easy way to see how is to consider a terminological puzzle raised by 
Vogler's presentation. She argues that her view is internalist; Bernard Williams introduced the contrast 
between internal and external reasons via the connection, on the one hand, or lack of it, on the other, between 
reasons and an agent's motivational states (Williams 1981); motivational states are part o f an agent's 
psychology; so how can an antipsychologistic position like Vogler's be avowedly internalist? The answer to 
the terminological question has to do with Williams's own philosophical development. Following Korsgaard's 
attack on his view (Korsgaard 1996), Williams began (albeit without announcing the changeover) to use 
‘internalism’ for the claim that reasons for action can differ from person to person; there's no level, however 
deep, at which they must be the same (Williams 1995). (Williams gave a still-psychologistic example: the 
alcoholic has a reason to lock up his liquor cabinet and throw away the key; the virtuous person does not; the 
explanation is that their characters rather than their desires differ.) So Vogler is claiming her view to be 
internalist in this newer sense: there are no reasons that have to be the same for everybody. Different people 
have different ends at different times; and since other sorts o f reasons, she has argued, are optional, they vary 
from person to person as well. But if  internalism is correct (and this was what had interested Williams in the
3 of 11 7/12/2006 2:34 PM
Practical Reason and the Structure o f  Actions http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2006/entries/practical-reason-action/
thesis in the first place), then you can be, as the title of Vogler's book has it, reasonably vicious; immorality 
of even the most extreme kind need not entail irrationality.
2. The Authorship View of Action
A differently motivated approach takes the essential feature of action to be, not its stepwise structure, but that 
it is authored; there is no such thing as an action without an owner (in something like the way that there is no 
such thing as a belief without an owner). The two most developed positions of this kind are due to Christine 
Korsgaard and J. David Velleman.
On Korsgaard's view, what gives an action an owner is that it is attributable to the person as a whole (rather 
than to a subpersonal part, such as a drive or an especially strong desire). Whole-person attributions require a 
constitution, a form of psychic organization and regulation that is the smaller-scale analog of a political 
constitution. Constitutions specify the procedures by which actions are to be produced; actions are owned, 
and so are full-fledged actions, only when they are so produced (Korsgaard 1999).
The principles of practical rationality are the procedures, at a suitably abstract level of description, of a 
satisfactory constitution. So, and in contrast to Vogler's view, Korsgaard's theory of practical rationality is 
psychologistic. Actions have explanatory priority, but actions are the starting point of an argument used to 
determine the proper structure of an agent's psychology: that is, we ask what psychological structure an agent 
must have in place for him to be able to author actions. And that psychology in turn determines what the 
correct forms of practical inference must be. Rather than being motivated by antipsychologism, the 
philosophical motivations of Korsgaard's position are in important part forensic: the connection between 
actions and agents must be such that we can hold agents responsible for what they do. (The present point is 
simply that the philosophical motivations of the work being surveyed vary; the contrast between 
psychologistic and antipsychologistic approaches to practical reasoning is not the only, or even the most 
important dimension of variation.)
Korsgaard argues that practical reasons have to be universal in form. And she further holds that the 
alternative to having only universal reasons is having (anyway, possibly having some) particularistic reasons, 
reasons that do not have implications for further cases. (For an overview of particularism, see Hooker and 
Little 2000.) Particularistic reasons do not invoke a principle of choice, and identification with a principle of 
choice is necessary if there is to be content to the distinction between your actions (which are authored) and 
events that resemble actions, but are produced by your psychic parts, rather than by you. While the 
subsequent argument is not entirely filled in (this article is part of a larger work-in-progress), it is clear 
enough that Korsgaard thinks that what will follow is the substantive correctness of Kantian moral theory, or 
at least that part of it which imposes a universalizability requirement on practical reasons. (For further 
description of Kant's account, see Section 5 of the entry on Kant's moral philosophy.)
What is important for present purposes is the contrast between the theories of practical inference we have on 
the table so far. First of all, Kantian maxims — the structured intentions on which the universalizability 
requirement is imposed — are thought of as having means-end or ealeulative structure: a maxim typically 
specifies not just what you are proposing to achieve, but how you propose to proceed. So Vogler's 
requirement, that one come up with actions that are calculatively well-formed, is compatible with Korsgaard's 
view. But because Vogler regards noncalculative reasons as optional, Korsgaard and Vogler differ over 
whether the universalizability of maxims is mandatory. Now because the universalizability test (the so-called 
Cl-procedure) is to be applied to one's maxims as they arise, and because you may at any point consider an 
unprecedented maxim, it is still an open question just what the substantive moral theory generated by this 
theory of practical reasoning is. However, a handful of canonical dicta are usually thought of as constituting 
its core: not to lie; to adopt the end of helping others; to adopt the end of developing one's talents. So, second, 
we are seeing differing conceptions of action giving rise to starkly differing views of the moral demands of
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rationality; the solely calculative conception of action allows for rational agents who lie, cynically exploit 
others, and don't bother to improve themselves. So Korsgaard's account is morally more demanding, and it is 
morally more demanding because it is more demanding about what it takes to be an action, as opposed to 
mere bodily or mental goings on.
If Kantian moral theory is to be nonoptional —  something we can't just turn our backs on —  the 
noncalculative Kantian reasons must be nonoptional. If that account is itself gotten by showing what it takes 
to have action that is authored, then the ownership of actions must be demonstrably nonoptional. Korsgaard's 
way of assuming this burden of argument seems to have something like the following shape. If you are not an 
agent, then from the practical point of view, there is no one there at all, and questions of practical rationality 
are moot. If you are an agent, then you do produce actions. If you are an agent, but not a Kantian one, you are 
‘defective’, because you are committed to your own ongoing agency in a way you cannot underwrite. (Of 
course, this last case is the most interesting and philosophically challenging; 1 won't, however, further 
reconstruct this part of Korsgaard's view here.)
1 turn now to the second of the positions that takes authorship to be the essential feature of action. Like 
Korsgaard, Velleman takes action —  "human action par excellence," as contrasted with mere activity —  to 
be owned (Velleman 2000, esp. chs. 1, 6-8, 10). Like Korsgaard, he takes ownership to require a definite 
structure in an agent, and again like her, he takes the forms of practical reasoning ( and what practical reasons 
substantively will turn out to be) to be determined by the agent's structure. However, he disagrees with 
Korsgaard as to what the structure of an agent is, as to what its practical reasons are, and incidentally with 
Korsgaard's insistence that being authored by the agent as a whole means not being authored by a proper part 
of the agent.
The sense of ownership in play in Velleman's view is inherited from an older debate about freedom of the 
will and autonomy, and it has to do with whether the agent can honestly dissociate himself from his action or 
motivation (e.g., "It wasn't really me speaking; it was just the alcohol"). One might think that this sort of 
dissociation could be overcome by a further endorsement ("It really was me speaking"), but a familiar 
difficulty is that many forms of endorsement merely raise the problem anew: ownership cannot be identified 
with an endorsement when the agent can dissociate himself from that endorsement as well. There is by now 
an extensive literature on agency built up of rounds of this back-and-forth, and here is a very quick taste of it. 
Harry Frankfurt had suggested that a desire is ful 1-fledged!y yours when you have a suitable second-order 
desire (a desire that the initial desire motivate you to act; Frankfurt 1971); Gary Watson pointed out that 
Frankfurt's proposal merely pushed the question back to whether that second-order desire was full-fledgedly 
yours, and he proposed fit with your values as an alternative account (Watson 1975). But the rejoinder was of 
course to ask what makes a set of values full-fledgedly your own (Benson 1987), and the problem seemed to 
take on the shape of a hard-to-halt regress. (For more on this debate, see Section 2 of the entry on free will.)
Velleman's way of terminating the regress is to locate a psychological element from which an agent cannot 
dissociate himself. Because to act is to act for reasons, an agent cannot dissociate himself from a desire to act 
for reasons —  not, that is, without ceasing to be an agent. (Treat the content of that desire as a temporary 
placeholder; we'll return to it shortly.) When such a desire contributes in the canonical manner to producing 
an action (say, by weighing in on the side of other desires that it endorses, and so tipping the decision toward 
that action), we say that the agent produces the action (in something like the way that when your intestines 
digest food, we say that you are digesting the food). So, to recapitulate, actions are in the first place owned; 
an action is owned, in the relevant sense, when it cannot be disowned; the only anchor for an action that an 
agent cannot disown in turn, without ceasing to be an agent, is (roughly) the desire to act for reasons. So what 
it takes to be an action is to be (appropriately) produced by such a desire.
An action is what is produced by the operation of this desire, and so this desire amounts to the constitutive 
aim of action (in something like the way, Velleman thinks, that truth is the constitutive aim of belief). It will 
thus serve to determine what putative reasons for action are (good) practical reasons (in something like the
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way that truth determines what reasons for belief are good reasons). But then its content cannot quite be: to 
act for reasons. For that would amount to a viciously circular and vacuous specification of the constitutive 
aim of action.
Velleman's alternative specification of the content is (roughly again, because there is some room for 
variation) to know what one is doing when one acts, or to make sense to oneself when one acts (Veilemail 
1989). So what counts as a (good) practical reason is that which will make one's actions intelligible to one, 
when one performs them. Velleman seems to have something like the following schema in mind as a default: 
desires motivate, and so explain actions; so when you act on the basis of a desire, your action makes sense to 
you; so when your desire to make sense to yourself, together with more occasion-specific desires, produces 
an action serving the occasion-specific desires, that is a full-fledged action on your own part, and not mere 
activity. The default schema suggests that we have here a version of the authorship view of action supporting 
an instrumental or means-end (rather than, as in Korsgaard's development of it, a Kantian) account of 
practical reasons. This may, however, be the wrong conclusion to draw, although explaining why will 
involve extrapolating from what Velleman says to consequences he might well not want to endorse.
Because my reasons for action are picked out as what would explain my actions, we cannot, on pain of 
circularity, gloss what it is to be a satisfactory explanation of an action as being a practical reason. So we 
must instead rely on an already available notion of explanation, and it must be theoretical, i.e., logically the 
same sort of explanation that would account for any matter of fact. Accordingly, desires are reasons because 
they (potentially) explain action, and they explain action because (it is supposed) they causally explain it.
Thus the question of what counts as a practical reason gets deferred, in Velleman's position, to a 
philosophical account of theoretical explanation. We don't know how that will come out (for some of the 
options, see the entry on scientific explanation), but we ought not to assume that one's desires will turn out to 
be the sole or even primary explainers of action. (The presumption that desires or more generally motivations 
explain action is plausibly a legacy of a theory of practical reasoning on which desires are reasons for actions 
— and therefore, it is concluded, their causes — but that theory is off-limits to Velleman's project, and 
should not be appealed to by it, however indirectly.) Velleman himself mentions narrative explanations 
(2000, 160-62), but there are many other candidate forms of explanation.
To get a sense of how wide the range of options is, notice the following startling possibility: that what 
intuitively seem to be mistakes could turn out to be reasons, because they figure into satisfactory theoretical 
explanations of action. For example, demographic studies showing that people in your cohort and income 
bracket exhibit such-and-such a type of self-destructive behavior might explain your actions; as might 
situationist studies that show choices of people like yourself to be predicted by trivial and intuitively 
irrelevant features of their circumstances; as might work in evolutionary psychology, showing that currently 
pointless behavior of such-and-such a type would have been selected for among our Pleistocene ancestors; as 
might studies showing that humans commonly make cognitive errors of such-and-such a kind. For all we 
know (i.e., pending the adoption of the correct theory of explanation), these will count as good reasons for 
actions, by Velleman's lights, even if you do not desire to perform those actions, and even if you understand 
the actions to be, respectively, self-destructive, or driven by trivial and irrelevant circumstances, or by 
cognitive errors, or having had no point since the days of the Pleistocene.
Briefly, then, Velleman's complicated account of what it takes to be an action doesn't at this point give us a 
univocal theory of what our practical reasons are — not, at any rate, at the level of formal specificity of 
Vogler's or Korsgaard's views. But although it is open-ended in that respect, it promises (given likely views 
about what sorts of facts can be adduced as explanations) to be quite surprising on that front.
If these speculations are on target, then, one authorship view of action can be argued to induce a surprising 
view of practical reasons, on which any theoretically satisfactory explanation of a prospective action will 
count as a reason for it. And a second such view is expected to induce a theory on which only universalizable
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maxims count as practical reasons. We are also seeing that authorship views of action may have strikingly 
different philosophical motivations: in one case, forensic, serving the ethical need to allocate praise and 
blame; in the other case, a need to make room for a certain sort of first-person authority about one's will.
3. The Practice View of Action
In an early, influential, and Wittgenstein-influenced paper, John Rawls introduced the notion of a practice as 
a generalization or extension of the notion of a game (Rawls 1955). The important feature of a practice for 
our purposes is that it introduces statuses which are internal to it. For instance, in baseball, such statuses 
might include being a ‘foul’, a ‘strike’, and so on; whatever what you're doing looks like, it can't be a 
(baseball) foul if  you're not playing baseball. A practice thereby introduces standards; since something is a 
‘home run’ only by virtue of the fact that what is being played is baseball, there are standards, given by the 
rules of baseball, to which a home run has to live up. A practice also introduces reasons which are internal to 
it; these reasons may be means-end or ealeulative reasons (as when the rules specify the object of the game: 
in baseball, as Yogi Berra famously put it, to win, by scoring more points than the opposing team), or reasons 
of other kinds. (In squash, that the other player's head is between your racquet and the ball is a reason to call 
a ‘let’, but not because it is the best way to win; if  you were to exercise your option of hitting your opponent 
in the head, you would win the point. In squash, ealeulative reasons are modulated by gentlemanly reasons.)
Tamar Sehapiro has extended Rawls's treatment, developing it into a theory of action (Sehapiro 2001; she 
attributes the view to Kant, but again I will not take up the historical question). On her view, ‘actions' are just 
moves in the completely generic practice; that is, ‘action’ is a status within the generic practice in something 
like the way that ‘move’ is a status within chess. Sehapiro does not name the generic practice, but because it 
will be convenient to have a short way of referring to it, let's call it ‘Intendo’. Intendo is the game you are 
playing whenever you do anything at all; ‘agent’ is thus the generic role in the generic game (the analog of 
‘player,’ in chess or baseball). Practices specify standards and reasons, and so ‘practical reason’ turns out to 
be a practice status as well. Intendo consequently determines what forms practical reasons can take, and so 
patterns of practical inference are to be read off of what turns out to be the theory of action.
Practical reasons are practical only if  they could be brought to bear on some decision resulting in action; 
being an action is a status (the generic move) within Intendo; so there could be no practical reasons coming 
from outside the practice of Intendo. (Other, more local practices have to accommodate reasons that come 
from outside the practice; for instance, in chess, the object of the game is to win, but I may have personal 
reasons for not playing to win.) Therefore, if  you can show that Intendo imposes some standard on its reasons 
(for instance, and to anticipate, that they have to be universalizable), then you will have shown that all 
reasons have to meet it.
An important metaethieal question about practical reasoning has to do with the modality (roughly, the force) 
of the family of operators that includes ‘may’, ‘must’, ‘should’, and so on, when what is at issue is what you 
have reason to do. (Call this the ‘modality of freedom’.) Sehapiro's approach provides a surprising answer to 
this question: the modality of freedom is that of the ‘can’ in ‘Can he do that?’ —  said of someone who has 
just run the bases backwards. Freedom of the will ranges over the allowable moves in the game of Intendo.
In extending Rawls's view, Sehapiro has departed from it in some ways. Rawls thought that ‘relatively few 
actions of the moral life are defined by practices' (op. eit., 32n), and worried about the conservatism implicit 
in taking ‘the social practices of [each person's] society to provide the standard of justification for his actions' 
(32). On Sehapiro's view, being an action tout court is a status in Intendo, and being a reason is a status in 
Intendo. Rawls objected to the ‘summary’ conception of rules characteristic of utilitarianism, that it allowed 
only ‘one office and so no offices at all’ (28). But in Intendo, the sole office is that of ‘agent’. Rawls took it 
to be ‘essential to the notion of a practice that the rules are publicly known and understood as definitive’
(24). This cannot be true of Intendo; if  what reasons for action could be was public knowledge, and
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understood as definitive, there would not be a cottage industry of philosophers arguing about the forms of 
practical reasoning. And finally, the Wittgensteinian roots of Rawls's treatment suggest that he would have 
been skeptical of a strategy that turned on finding the deepest common features of all practices. The notion of 
a practice, again, is an extension of the notion of a game, and Wittgenstein famously pointed out that there is 
no nontrivial feature common to all games (see Section 3.4, on language games, in the entry on Ludwig 
Wittgenstein). However, to point out that Schapiro's position differs from Rawls's is of course not thereby to 
criticize it; rather, it is to warn against too quickly assuming her position to inherit all of the structural 
features of the older and more familiar one.
Schapiro's article is evidently the first piece of a large and ambitious project, and one whose finish line is 
evidently some version of Kantian morality. She writes that ‘if it is right to think of universal laws on the 
model of practice rules, then the law of freedom can be thought of as an indeterminate practice rule, one 
which simply requires us to make every movement as if  it were to count as a move in some possible global 
practice’ (108); this is a paraphrase, in the vocabulary of this theory, of the Kantian demand that one act only 
on maxims of which one could will that they be universal laws. The patterns of practical reasoning are to be 
those acknowledged by Kantian theory of practical rationality, and the substantive moral consequences, those 
endorsed by Kantian moral theory.
Schapiro's position is motivated in the first place by the history of action theory. She identifies two older 
conceptions of action, a consequence-oriented view, on which actions are simply ways of producing effects 
in a given, natural world, and an expressivist view, on which actions function more or less as evaluative 
pronouncements. The practice view of action is meant to capture the truth in each of these, while avoiding 
their defects; it is, as it were, their Hegelian synthesis. But Schapiro is also motivated by an appreciation of 
the importance and value to us of a world enriched by practice statuses. It is not just that the predecessor 
theories are wrong about what an action is; it is that forgoing the textured world created by our practices 
would be a terrible mistake. Korsgaard, we saw, developed her action-theoretic account of practical 
rationality psychologistically, and one might have jumped to the conclusion that psychologism was a deep 
feature of the Kantian position. However, while Schapiro's position is not motivated by antipsychologism, it 
is nonetheless nonpsychologistic. When you assess the reasons a practice generates, you can leave the 
psychology of the players out of it. For instance, when the king is in check, then the chess player has a reason 
to move it out of check; you don't look inside anyone's head, as it were, to determine that, but rather, at the 
constitutive rules of chess.
As before, if  the Kantian moral conclusions are to be binding, then not only must the practice conception 
entail the Kantian conclusions, but the practice conception of action must be shown to be 11011 optional. The 
game of baseball gives its players reasons, but you can always choose not to play in the first place, and you 
can choose to stop playing. (What's more, the rules of baseball themselves bring baseball games to a close.)
In either case, the reasons of baseball do not — or cease to — apply to you. Intendo must therefore be a game 
that you cannot walk away from. But why can't you simply stop playing Intendo, and start producing — not 
perhaps ‘actions', but activity of some other kind — that is not practice-governed? We have already gestured 
at one answer: the importance of living in a practice-informed world. One further answer Schapiro might give 
is that you can't do that — where the modality of the ‘can't’ is the modality of freedom. (Since reasons are a 
practice status, questions having to do with practical reason do not arise for the alternative forms of activity.) 
But this part of the practice view is only hinted at, and apparently awaits development in further work.
4. Evaluation as Essential to Action
Sarah Buss distinguishes between mere "movements of the human body" and full fledged intentional action 
by requiring, for the latter, that agents endorse their actions at the time they are initiated; the content of the 
endorsement must in one way or another come to allowing the agent's reasons to be sufficient for performing 
the action (Buss 1999). Anything short of that, she argues, amounts to adopting a spectatorial stance towards
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your own actions: if  you identify a number of desires, notice that you could satisfy them by performing an 
action, but then don't arrive at an evaluative belief with roughly the content that that's good enough to go 
ahead, you will be doing no more than sitting back to see what happens — to see whether the desires actuate 
your body.
Buss then considers a Humean moral psychology on which reasons for action are drawn from two mutually 
exclusive classes of psychological states, desires and beliefs, where beliefs are understood to have no 
properly evaluative content (e.g., Smith, 1987). Since such a moral psychology has no room for evaluative 
beliefs, and since intentional action requires one particular sort of evaluative belief, Humean moral 
psychology is, she concludes, incompatible with there being intentional actions. It evidently follows that a 
theory of practical reasoning which presupposes Humean moral psychology cannot allow for intentional 
action, either. (There is a little bit of slippage here: one might allow for the evaluations, but then insist that 
these could not figure into practical reasoning. But this would be an awkward way of resisting the 
conclusion.) Theories of practical reasoning which identify reasons for action solely with desires and beliefs 
so characterized — so-called Humean theories — are directed towards choosing actions, yet incompatible 
with actions being chosen. The conclusion we are invited to draw is that Humean theories of practical 
reasoning are incoherent. A dramatic way of putting it might be: if your will is to be free, instrumentalism 
must be false.
There is evident overlap between Buss's view and Velleman's: both pivot on the concern that one act for one's 
(sufficient or good enough or best) reasons. (In Velleman, that concern appears as a desire, where in Buss, it 
appears as an evaluation.) But the concern is differently motivated: where Velleman is trying to halt a regress 
in the structural analysis of agency, Buss is trying to express the philosophical thought that action is active 
rather than passive. Once past the conclusion that a theory of practical rationality had better not presuppose a 
Humean theory of motivation, Buss is openminded both about what one's practical reasons might turn out to 
be like, and thus about the consequences for moral theory. And worries about psychologism do not seem to 
figure into her view.
5. Prospects and Outstanding Issues
The recent turn to action theory is producing some of the most interesting recent work on practical reasoning. 
As we have seen, however, their shared methodology notwithstanding, these theorists disagree on just about 
everything else: on their philosophical reasons for adopting the approach in the first place, on what the 
correct theory of practical reasoning is, on why one form or another of practical inference is nonoptional or 
binding, and on what the upshots for morality or ethics are. As awareness of the shared agenda grows, we can 
expect to see positions that attempt to take on board elements from more than one of the theories currently in 
play, or alternatively, that take up the task of explaining why competitors are misguided.
The primary source of the disagreements just mentioned is a further disagreement, as to what it takes to count 
as an action. On one view, intentional actions are centrally characterized by their stepwise internal structure; 
on another, by their being authored or owned; on the third, by their location in a practice; on a fourth, by 
involving an evaluation of one's reasons. Some of these characterizations are, we saw, motivated but not 
argued; others come with supporting arguments, but without explanations of why arguments for competing 
conceptions of action are incorrect. It follows that the most important item on the agenda of this research 
program is to produce arguments that will decide between the competing conceptions of action in play. It will 
not do to hang one's theory of practical reasoning, and one's moral theory as well, off an account of action 
that one defends only by treating it as obvious, when the account is treated as obviously false by other 
researchers in one's discipline. I will conclude by observing that there are two modes of argument one must 
choose between.
One might try to establish that, as a matter of metaphysical fact, actions are as this or that theory says;
9 of 11 7/12/2006 2:34 PM
Practical Reason and the Structure o f  Actions http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2006/entries/practical-reason-action/
alternatively, one might argue that one is to (ought to, had better) produce actions which are as the theory 
says; that is, the top-level argumentation might be either theoretical or practical. The choice between the two 
modes of argument is tied to a further strategic choice. On the approach we are examining, theories of 
practical inference inherit their bindingness from the nonoptionality of the associated conception of action. 
That entails that any such theory needs an answer to the question, ‘Given what is meant by "action", why not 
produce activity of some other kind?’ (To quickly canvass the forms this question takes for the theories we 
have 011 the table: Why shouldn't I look for non calc ulative control structures, and manage my activity by 
using them? What's wrong with answering the question, ‘Did you really do (i.e., author) that?’ with, ‘Well,
110, it just kind of happened’? Why shouldn't I opt out of the game of Intendo, in something like the way I 
might decline a round of pinochle? Why bother with evaluating the reasons for my action? Isn't the fact that I 
am responsive to them enough?) A theoretical answer would involve showing that there is nothing else that 
you can — metaphysically — do: that whatever you do (in the thinnest possible sense) is action (in the 
theory's thicker and more substantive sense). A practical answer would involve showing that, given the 
alternatives, the suggestion that you produce actions (in the substantive sense of one's favored theory) is, as 
they used to say, an offer you can't refuse. The type of force or bindingness that one's theory of practical 
reason will inherit from one's theory of action will be determined by the choice between these two modes of 
argument.
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